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Abstract

This article seeks to contribute to the discussion of the

dynamics of trust in street-level public sector work,

especially in settings where relationships between

agencies, frontline workers, and society are fragile.

Data was gathered in different vulnerable areas of the

city of S~ao Paulo, Brazil using interviews with frontline

workers and complemented with field notes from a

five-year longitudinal study in one high-density area

with a history of violence. Concern was to understand

how, despite a lack of reciprocal trust, citizens and ser-

vice providers create ways of meeting daily demands

and how, in doing so, they see each other. Results show

that in vulnerable settings, issues of inter-agency coop-

eration and territorial connectivity between different

public sector services can be more important than indi-

vidual agency performance in helping citizens find

solutions to the problems they are facing. In the

absence of an effective inter-institutional framework,

trust is quickly eroded.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Being treated fairly and impartially by implementing agencies and their agents is a central com-
ponent of the quality of government (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). In translating policies, pro-
grams and norms into action, agency workers, especially those whose work involves direct
contact with the public, play a major part in the everyday materialization of the state
(Dubois, 1999; Lipsky, 2010; Siblot, 2002). In doing so, they will contribute to confirming or
not, the existing views of the state that circulate in everyday conversations, maintaining,
increasing or reducing its legitimacy (Pollitt, 2012). As they must exercise discretion in relation
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to the specifics of the setting and the different questions they face, they are inevitably influenced
by a variety of social, political, organizational, and professional factors (Brodkin, 2012; Hupe &
Hill, 2007; Lipsky, 2010; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012; Zacka, 2017). Furthermore, the possi-
bility of exercising discretion is not freely given, for they are also subject to different forms of legal,
social, and professional accountability (Sager et al., 2020; Thomann et al., 2016).

As a result, their daily decisions about who gets what and how (Oorschot, 2006) have many
implications, both for the policies they are required to follow and the citizens they are required
to serve. As everyday policy translators, their decisions have impact on policy goals and as ser-
vice providers their interactions have impact on notions of citizenship (Auyero, 2012) and will
have distributive and symbolic effects (Dubois, 1999; Lotta & Pires, 2019).

Trust is an underlying theme in the theory of street-level work (Evans & Harris, 2004;
Hupe & Hill, 2007). First, the idea of accountability is based on assumptions of the need for
trust between the state, its bureaucrats and the society (Sager et al., 2020). Second, to exercise
necessary discretion, government, through its agencies, has to trust frontline workers to be fair
and honest representatives (Hupe & Hill, 2007). Third, street-level workers have to trust that
the state and their agency will support them and provide them with policies, programs and
norms that they can translate into action. Fourth, citizens have to trust that street-level workers
are making and providing legitimate decisions. And last, but not least, citizens have to trust the
state as a legitimate source of authority (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). To maintain trust, the state
has to convince citizens that their agents can be trusted, and that policy, programs and norms
can be implemented fairly: “If I don't trust frontline workers, whom can I trust?”
(Rothstein, 2013, p. 1023).

Most scholars in the broad arena of street-level bureaucracy would recognize these different
aspects as being formative for the field. However, few studies have analyzed how the general
elements of trust influences street-level workers decisions and their willingness to implement
policies (Tummers & Bekkers, 2014). In addition, most of the street-level bureaucracy literature
was developed in contexts of liberal democracies with strong institutions and relatively effective
agencies; where the proposal that street-level workers are the state in action would be consid-
ered almost as a normative requirement and a demonstration of trust. In these settings, a lack
of trust is seen as a mistake that requires correction (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). But what hap-
pens in settings where institutions are weak, reciprocal trust is inexistent, democracy is unsta-
ble, and the state's legitimacy is under question? That is where the incentives to generate
cooperation are “simply undermined by shared expectations about other actors´ behavior”
(Persson et al., 2013, p. 457). Would the very idea of street-level public agents make sense in
anything other than minimally descriptive terms? This article aims to contribute both to the
understanding of the importance of trust for street-level work and to knowledge about what
happens to frontline workers in lower-trust settings.

Whilst seeking a reply to the above questions would require a major series of comparative
studies, a start can be made by looking at a more intermediary zone where, to use
Merkel's (2004) description, democracies are partially embedded, have institutions but seem
constantly stalled in their position, moving neither forwards nor backwards. Fortunately, here
there is a growing literature on street level work on which it is possible to build. Brazil is part of
this intermediary zone; reciprocal trust is partially present, weaker rather than stronger, at a
lower level but not low. In such a setting it is possible to ask: what is the importance of trust in
street-level work and how do front line workers respond to demands? Equally, how do citizens
go about resolving their urgent concerns? How do they navigate their way around the different
agencies and their agents? What other solutions do they adopt?
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The text is the result of five-years' work in lower-trust settings in some of the more vulnera-
ble areas of the municipality of S~ao Paulo, itself one of the most unequal cities in South Amer-
ica. It brings together two complementary research strategies: (a) an interview study of
180 frontline workers—community health workers, nurses, teachers, and social workers—in
different vulnerable areas within an 18-month time frame and (b) qualitative interview data
and observations from intensive engagement with citizen-based forums and their various out-
reach activities in one of the city's subprefectures. The first strategy helps to identify and pro-
vide consistency about more general themes, while the second helps to understand how these
materialize in specific territories.

The text is organized in six parts. In the second, we extend this initial theoretical discussion
around trust and street-level public sector workers, briefly comment on everyday dynamics of
institutions and present our hypotheses. The third describes the settings in which the observa-
tions were made and the methodological approach, discussed in more detail in the Supporting
Information. The fourth part concentrates on the empirical evidence, with extracts from
research material; followed in the fifth part by the discussion of the hypotheses in the light of
these findings. The sixth part contains the conclusions.

2 | STREET-LEVEL WORKERS AND TRUST IN
GOVERNMENT

As public policy began to grow in importance both academically and professionally in the late
1960s and early 1970s, so did concern with policy processes in terms of formulation and imple-
mentation. Influenced by pioneering studies (Lipsky, 1980; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984), the
result, after some four decades of research, has been a heightened awareness of the many differ-
ent ways in which policies become translated into actions and how workers at the frontline of
public services can and often need to make decisions that affect policy outcomes (Hupe &
Hill, 2015). The same awareness and concern can also be found in questions of program imple-
mentation, planning and various other ways in which governments are present in daily life.
Their clarity or ambiguity is part of the explanation (Matland, 1995), but what happens on the
ground is also a consequence of interactions, unpredictability and spaces for discretion (Hupe &
Hill, 2007). Rather than being considered as mistakes or as the result of a lack of managerial
control and oversight, these everyday decisions are increasingly being seen as a necessity
imposed by the contextual moment (Hupe & Hill, 2015); what Colebatch et al. (2010) have
described as “policy work”—a combination of official and non-official factors.

When Lipsky (1969) originally referred to them as street-level bureaucrats in earlier texts
his concern was with the decisions they took. This later opened up, as did the field itself, to
embrace the implications of these decisions for policy (Lipsky, 1980, 2010) and public service
delivery performance (Brodkin, 2012; Tummers & Bekkers, 2014).

The decisions that street-level workers make are embedded in broader society, in govern-
mental institutions, and in the specific territorial settings in which work takes place (Maynard-
Moody & Portillo, 2010; Møller & Stensöta, 2019). As they are embedded in welfare regimes,
they are influenced by the cultural, political and social institutions that affect their willingness
to respond, their perceptions about the citizens and the degrees of deservedness (Cohen, 2018;
Møller & Stensöta, 2019; Zang & Musheno, 2017). Second, they are also embedded, as part of
agencies, in contexts which may have varying degrees of multilevel governance (Enderlein
et al., 2010; Hooghe & Marks, 2003), in which discretion and accountability are influenced by
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the different levels of decision around them (Dörrenbächer, 2017; Hill & Hupe, 2002; Hupe &
Hill, 2007). Third, street-level workers are also influenced by organizational elements: the plans,
the incentives they receive, their peers' and superiors' behavior (Brodkin, 2012; Gofen, 2014) as
well as their own beliefs, professional values and technical opinions (Evans & Harris, 2004;
Gofen, 2014; Møller & Harrits, 2013). Finally, the interactive processes between them and citi-
zens can also influence the use of discretion; for these encounters are complex dynamics in
which different values and perceptions about the policies, the workers and the citizens are
negotiated (Dubois, 1999; Harrits & Møller, 2014; Lotta & Marques, 2020; Raaphorst &
Loyens, 2020; Siciliano, 2015).

All of these different factors which shape the frame of street-level literature are, as men-
tioned before, influenced by a number of assumptions present in the societies in which they
were developed. Hence, looking at street-level interactions is also a way of understanding
broader elements of the state and the relationship between state and society (Brodkin, 2012;
Lipsky, 2010). In stable liberal democracies, street-level workers are seen as representing the
state in the way they translate policy, programs and other guidelines into action and, as they
are held accountable (Sager et al., 2020), they are expected to develop the liberal ideal of fair
and impartial treatment of citizens by government (Hill & Møller, 2019; Rothstein &
Teorell, 2008). In short, they are to be trusted and, in order to treat people fairly, moral judg-
ments, bias or stereotypes should be avoided or censured (Auyero, 2012; Harrits, 2019; Jilke &
Tummers, 2018).

Trust joins fairness and reliability as key to a satisfactory state of affairs (Brodkin, 2012;
Hupe & Hill, 2007; Hupe & Hill, 2015; Zacka, 2017). Social trust is an essential component for
the existence of efficient formal institutions, such as the rule of law and the impartiality of civil
services (Rothstein, 2013, p. 1017). It is expected that services perform the tasks they are
“entrusted with” by government through policies and directives at different organizational
levels and, in meeting public expectations, are seen by citizens as “worthy of trust.” Trust is
needed when the state delegates policy implementation and translation to street-level workers
and when they themselves accept the role of representing the state and implementing policies.
It is expected that their relations with citizens are based on notions of mutual trust and trust is
an important basis for the idea of accountability (Evans & Harris, 2004; Hupe & Hill, 2007;
Tummers & Bekkers, 2014). At the same time, trust is an everyday social tool, an informal insti-
tution and part of an extensive network of social meanings and beliefs (Uslaner, 2002). Trust is
“the expectation that arises within a community of regular, honest, and cooperative behavior”
(Fukuyama, 1995, p. 26). Street-level workers are part of these community-based dynamics in
various ways, both actively and passively, for they are themselves part of communities.

It is important to note that, even in countries with high levels of overall trust, there can be
major differences between different population groups, as actions and experiences become
translated into shared community-based views about justice and impartiality (Uslaner, 2012).
At the same time, street-level workers may judge citizens, criticize their behavior and create
evaluations of deservedness (Oorschot, 2006) that make some citizens more entitled than
others. Sometimes they have evidence but many times they have to “trust” what people say.
(Davidovitz & Cohen, 2020; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; Tummers et al., 2015;
Tummers & Bekkers, 2014).

Trust, then, becomes a way of looking at the everyday interactions between service workers
and their clients from both sides of the street. If, as the literature suggests, this leads to doubts
about the automatic assumption of fairness in countries with higher levels of trust, it is probably
a good starting point for the study of such interactions in settings where trust between state and
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society is at a lower level and local dynamics of trust move in other directions. Here, a number
of studies in Brazil and Argentina, both intermediary democracies with lower levels of trust,
have noted how street-level workers often have to act in very precarious settings in which they
have to use their creativity to get things done and, in the absence of the state, can find them-
selves becoming gatekeepers to rights and citizenship (Auyero, 2012; Perelmiter, 2016). This
can lead to practical partnerships with social groups of different kinds, including social move-
ments, cultural collectives and faith-based organizations (Silveira, 2018; Spink, 2019; Spink &
Burgos, 2019). The importance of beliefs and professional values and technical opinions has
already been mentioned as part of general street-level theory. Here a number of Brazilian stud-
ies have shown that street-level workers are often deeply influenced by moral and social values,
which can result in actions that may increase inclusion or, on the contrary, lead to greater
exclusion (Castro, 2019; Eiró, 2019; Oliveira & Carvalho, 2019; Pires, 2019).

Finally, there is no doubt that the consolidation of democracies in a number of Latin-
American countries has led to greater concerns with social progress, with poverty reduction
and more equitable development. Institutions have been maintained and services have been
strengthened in a number of areas, especially in the social field, and there is growing concern
with the evaluation of government actions (Pires, 2019). At the same time, many countries in
the region continue to have significant levels of inequality and there remain many urban and
rural areas with high levels of social and material vulnerability (Baéz et al., 2017). In these set-
tings, demands and issues tend to be multiple and cut across different agencies in very different
ways. Inter-agency coordination may seem clear enough at a program and policy level but can
be very different in street-level actions; especially when workers are also having to deal with
their specific agency-based performance demands (Spink & Burgos, 2019). Which “perfor-
mance” gets, or should get, priority?

There are various hypotheses that emerge when looking at trust both from general street-
level theory in more developed countries and emerging research in intermediate countries
which tend to have lower levels of trust. Some, as mentioned, would require more structured
comparative studies but there are others that are amenable to the more qualitative in-country
research of the type we have carried out. We start from the following four which will guide our
analysis of street-level workers in lower-trust settings:

Hypothesis 1. In overall lower-trust settings, street-level workers also have lower trust in the
state. As a result, they tend to disconnect from the policies and, at times, the agencies of
which they are a part.

Hypothesis 2. In lower-trust settings, street-level workers are not seen by citizens as
representatives of the state and, therefore, their actions are not part of state-citizen
co-construction.

Hypothesis 3. In lower-trust settings, street-level workers and citizens do not fully trust each
other, making effective policy implementation less likely.

Hypothesis 4. Hypotheses 1–3 directly affect individual agency performance in general,
however, in precarious settings with high degrees of social and material vulnerability,
people often face multiple issues that require inter-agency coordination and direct
street-level inter-service action and intervention by front-line staff. The lack of an
effective inter-institutional framework to resolve difficult issues (inter-institutional
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vulnerability), can overshadow any minor gains in individual agency performance
and considerably weaken trust.

These hypothesis will guide our analysis.

3 | SETTING AND METHODS

Brazil is a key site in which to study the implications of lower-trust settings for street-level
work. First, it is currently the 7th most unequal country in the world (UNDP, 2019), continental
in size with many regional, social and economic diversities and conflicting views about the
state. Brazil is one of the lowest Latin American countries in the Interamerican Development
Bank's ranking of citizen's trust in institutions (IADB, 2017). In 2017, 63% of Brazilian citizens
did not trust their own community and 70% did not trust political parties. In 2018, only 25% of
the population trusted the State (Ibope, 2018), whilst 71% trusted their churches
(Datafolha, 2019).

Second, despite the low trust in government, the country has a big state, and a Federal Con-
stitution (1988) that proposed a welfare state with many universal policies in areas such as
health, education and social assistance, which led to widespread improvements. The Constitu-
tion was quite rigid in terms of the organization of sub-national government, specifying state,
municipal and federal relations within a multilevel context (Wilson et al., 2008). However, it
also went on over the following years to introduced different approaches for different policy
areas. Health, for example within the Unified Health System (SUS) is considerably
decentralized. Pre-school and primary education were to be a municipal responsibility,
supported by the states, which would look after secondary education; but there are still many
places where both states and municipal governments overlap. Still, policies are provided all
around the country. Some 80% of children go to public schools; 70% of citizens use the public
health system and 22% depend on public cash transfer policies coordinated through social ser-
vices. Street-level workers in education, health and social work are a significant presence in the
life of many Brazilians and the wellbeing of the country depends on how street-level workers
implement and translate policies. (Police forces, another theme in the street-level literature are
organized at state level, totally separate from municipal administration. For this reason, they
are not included in this analysis).

The studies were carried out in the municipality of Sao Paulo, the biggest city in South
America (population 12.2 million), which despite its wealth, follows the same pattern of con-
trasts of the country. Home to leading edge hospitals and universities, an internationally
respected financial services sector and the regional headquarters of many international busi-
nesses, it is also a city where half the working population earns only 50% of what is considered
by the independent joint trade union research institute (DIEESE) as a “fair wage” (equivalent
to U.S. $1,000) and over a half of the total labor force gets by on informal work. As a result of
rapid industrialization in the late 1950s and 1960s, its population increased fast with little or no
effective lower income housing policies. As a result, many had to make do, using whatever
space and resources were available. Human Development Index levels show extreme differences
between different parts of the city.

The S~ao Paulo municipal executive and legislative are separately elected with a mayor and a
55-seat council providing the institutional structure for city government. There have been
numerous unsuccessful attempts over the years to create decentralized territorial coordination,
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both with and without democratic governance arrangements. But while the current municipal
law considers the 32 sub regions as “subprefectures” they have little direct budget allocation
and even less powers of coordination (Grin, 2015; Tatagiba, 2008). Their basic activities are
small scale public works and minor bureaucratic activities. Some of them, especially in the
peripheral areas, can have populations of over 500,000 making them equal to some of the larg-
est cities in State of S~ao Paulo; but without any forms of representation or a guaranteed budget.
On the surface, Brazilian public institutions could not be described as weak, but in the day to
day they have considerable difficulty in reaching all parts of society both individually and col-
lectively and the reactions to their presence can vary considerably.

Our study examined street-level service encounters from data drawn and recoded from two
ongoing and complementary research programs which are outlined here and discussed in fur-
ther detail in the methodological appendix (Supporting Information). In the first, interviews
were carried out with 180 frontline workers from public service organizations in four most vul-
nerable east-zone districts of S~ao Paulo (based on the district Human Development Index) as
part of an ongoing research program on street-level workers in high inequality contexts in Bra-
zil. The interviews included: 100 community health workers; 40 teachers; 20 nurses; and
20 social workers. They were asked to talk about successes and failures in their work; the easier
and more difficult types of citizens they treat and how they deal with them in doing their jobs.
All interviews took place during the same semester, were transcribed, and the material ana-
lyzed in NVivo software. The analysis followed a grounded theory approach (Corbin &
Strauss, 2014) focusing on situations of trust and vulnerabilities in everyday life.

The second and complementary set of data was drawn from field study notebooks and case
material from an inter-university urban field station that has been carrying out collaborative
field research on questions of urban vulnerability since 2013 in two districts in the peripheral
south zone of the city. In 1990s with a homicide ration of 98 per 100,000, one of these was con-
sidered the most violent place in the world, but since then investment in services and an even
greater investment by activists, social organizations, cultural collectives and catholic parishes in
social mobilization has produced significant changes. Still a working-class area with a number
of small favelas and pockets of drug traffic, it is also home to many of the teachers, nurses and
social workers who work in the area's hospitals, health units, schools and social service out-
reach organizations. Over the years, the station has built up links with forums, social organiza-
tions, cooperatives and activists concerned with the development of territorial based agendas
(Spink, 2019).

4 | FINDINGS: UNPACKING TRUST—NARRATIVES FROM
EVERYDAY LIFE

One of the most frequent comments made by activists when initial contacts were being made
for the field station in 2013, was that the “state is absent.” As researchers that seemed strange,
there were public services and it was possible to physically map out locations and question what
“absent” meant. There were problems with distribution, but there were a significant number of
schools, health units, two hospitals and social service programs; the latter run by different terri-
torially based non-profit social organizations a result of the municipality's practice of contract-
ing out. Indeed, this region was considered by the municipal social services secretariat as one of
the better equipped in the city. Yet the same expression kept cropping up in different conversa-
tions over the ensuing years and keeps on resurfacing in different forums, as in this comment
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from an elderly activist: “We can do our part but if the state doesn't do its part we aren't going
to go ahead and, worse, our youngsters begin to give up hope.”

As it slowly emerged over the following years, this “state”—sometimes referred to by activ-
ists as “the public policies”—was a reference to the difficulty in finding solutions to everyday
questions that often involved the interaction between different services and, at times, different
levels of government. In the S~ao Paulo south zone with its highly irregular physical geography,
life is a very much a question of up or down. Travel between different services is difficult and
usually on foot, either along winding roads or up and down huge staircases cut into the sides of
hills. The more visible parts of the “state” apart from the S~ao Paulo State police, with whom
relationships are highly complicated, are the municipal community health workers who can be
found in pairs with their distinctive bright blue cotton vests, their identity tags with photos and
“community health worker” stamped on the back. They are much more likely than the police
to stop by the various catholic parish offices and chat to the parish outreach workers, because
being a member of the same territorial community is part of the selection process. The munici-
pal social workers have very little external work and their contracted-out centers for children,
young people and the elderly are also building bound although in this case contacts with par-
ents and families are more present. The many schools can be found behind high walls with
small gateways that are locked or guarded. Even if the staff of these different street-level activi-
ties had the time to “drop in” on each other, getting there would not be easy and there are few
physical signs of it being welcome.

When comparing and contrasting the research material in the light of the guiding hypothe-
ses, four interlocking themes were identified: fragile connections between street-level workers
and agencies; fragile connections between citizens and agencies; prevalence of moral and social
judgments in street-level workers' interactions with citizens; complexity and overload in work
requirements.

4.1 | Fragile connections between street-level workers and agencies

The lack of practical connection between public agencies creates a scenario in which street-level
workers feel that they are acting alone, powerless and with no support from the local govern-
ment and little capacity of delivering services and solving problems. This concern with (dis)con-
nection was present in over a quarter of the interviews carried out with frontline workers, as
the following excepts show:

We were taking care of two girls and we found out that they were being abused by
their father. We managed to report this to the police. The girls told them everything
that had happened; the father was arrested for a while and then he was soon
released. We figured out that the mother and the grandmother knew, the evangeli-
cal church knew, and nobody did anything. They were protecting the father. As we
are not part of the judicial process, we didn't have any more access to the case. He
was released and went back home. We have to deal with these really difficult situa-
tions. (Community Health Worker)

In this case, frontline workers try to act, but they feel powerless and are not supported by
the judicial system (state and federal) or even by the family and the local moral community, in
this case the evangelical church. The feeling of the lack of connection and, at the same time,
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the limit in their capacity of resolution becomes not only a source of frustration but can also
lead to a lack of trust as these interview excerpts show:

A girl was being abused by a family member. We had two options at that time.
Either report it to the health authorities through the local health unit or go to the
local bandits' den and say that such a person was abusing the girl. That would also
work but I would probably be dead today If I had done that. But I wasn't going to
just leave it and carry it around with me. I said, “Let's go to the right place” (the
health unit), because I believed the network would work. When you work as a
health agent you depend on the network, because otherwise your work is not prop-
erly done, it's only half a solution. We do such a beautiful job out there in the com-
munity. We may send someone to have a blood test at the health center and [for
some reason] they come back without having made an appointment. If they are not
well received and not made welcome, they go back to their communities and say
they don't want to go there again. (Community Health Worker)

Midgley (2009) argues that the opposite of the conditions of social wellbeing is social
“illfare,” which exists when human needs (nutrition, health, shelter, security and income) are
not met, social problems are not effectively managed and there are limited opportunities for
improving life chances. Social problems mentioned are crime and delinquency, substance
abuse, family violence and child neglect, some of which appear here:

We have many stories of failure in the profession. When there are cases of violence
against children, we try to trigger the statutory Guardian Council [Conselho Tute-
lar] for children and adolescents. It works? No. Cases of violence against the elderly
we seek the advice of the councils for the elderly. It works? No. With cases of drug
users in the family we tried with the special health centers for alcohol and drug
addiction. It works? No. In the end we have to learn to deal with our anxiety and
frustration, understanding that we will not solve these difficult family problems.
(Community Health Worker)

One of the experimental research instruments of the field station is a list of sixteen public
service agencies which have street-level workers in the region at both state and municipal level;
running from the police through to pre-school day care centers (see Supporting Information).
These are evaluated on an eight-point scale in terms of performance and interactivity. This runs
from (1) “there is nothing in this area” through (4) “do their basic work with reasonable qual-
ity” to (7) “seek opportunities to talk about territorial actions with other units of other services”
and finally (8) “participate in forums with other services and civil society to discuss how to
improve their impact.” In an initial test, this was answered by 26 different service professionals
who were either team leaders or service coordinators, many of whom also lived in the region.
Some 84% of all the ratings of the 16 service areas fell in the first four categories and only 5% in
categories (7) and (8). A lack of connectivity seems to be a major issue in general, but in some
key services it is highly critical. Discussing the results with the professionals confirmed the ear-
lier concern with the “absent state.” There are a good number of public services, but they are
provided in different spaces (health clinics, social work centers, youth clubs, schools etc.), by
different teams and are managed by different public structures and agencies (some state and
some municipal) with different professional languages and priorities. This creates a general
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feeling about disconnection, both for citizens and for street-level workers who feel themselves
alone and, at times, in impossible situations where their decisions are not able to change vul-
nerable situations. As well as a sense of frustration and failure, there is a lack of trust in their
own work and in the institutions they should serve.

4.2 | Fragile connections between citizens and agencies

Problems of connectivity greatly affect the capacity to solve urgent questions. Given the lack of
a solid, transparent and relatively balanced relationship between the state and the citizens, the
latter do not necessarily consider the former as their main reference when looking for access to
rights or services and they may not recognize themselves (and their needs) in the offers being
made. Youth services, for example, can often be type casted as being for “problem children.”
The following excerpts are from a study on the day to day of parents of children with different
disabilities in the south zone, carried out by the field station to help one of the local forums
raise questions about the lack of visibility of their demands within the general discussion on ter-
ritorial vulnerability.

I think that when it comes to children with special needs it should be made much
easier—but it isn't. It's all complicated, we walk and walk, from door to door and
people say “no.” Take transport, to get the special pass you face a frightening
bureaucracy, it's always difficult, nothing is easy. The free special bus pass is very
difficult and when you get it you have to renew it every so often, and then it's the
same thing. He has to go first to the neurologist (to get the declaration) and at times
she is not available, and we have to wait, and I can't take him to his treatments
because if I don't have the pass for him I can't get the pass for me as the person
who looks after him. (Mother of an autistic child)

(interviewer to another mother) But haven't you got the special bus pass?

No, but I am going to apply for it because some other mothers told me what to do;
these are things that we only learn through talking to one another—if nobody pas-
ses the news we don't know—this was something that I learnt from one of the
mothers at the school gate when we talk together while waiting. You have to be
prepared to run after these things, we don't know our rights because they are hid-
den…my daughter has the right to a lot of things that I don't know, but the little I
know I chase after. Just now there was a special counter in the Shopping Center
handing out those special parking permits [for cars carrying people with disability]
but they didn't spread the information widely and I only knew on Saturday. By the
time I got there it was too late, and I didn't have the proper stamp on the medical
certificate—so I lost the card and will have to try again.

Information is the starting point for trust and the notion of collective rights. Following up
these and other cases led to an analysis of information available for people with disability on
the municipal web site—S~ao Paulo is a city that prides itself on its digital connections. It was
impossible to find anything of use without extensive searches which required inside knowledge
of how the public sector talks to itself.
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Here is another mother whose son was diagnosed at birth with cerebral palsy and there are
suspicions of autism. They live in a small and simple house; his mother is working class and a
church member.

(Interviewer) What services does he need to use?

He goes to the rehabilitation center for physiotherapy and sees the neurologist and the
phono audiologist. They suspect he has autism but there is no diagnosis yet. He goes to
the S~ao Paulo Hospital (in the center of the city), but the consultations are very difficult
to get, you have to keep going and checking: is the appointments agenda open? When
they do it's for six months hence. Then I go by bus, it's three different buses to go and
three to come back. When we get there, he is tired, the buses are full, and I have to
stand up; at times he cries and shouts; people don't understand, and it takes time for
someone to give him a seat. At the hospital it is the genetic specialist who deals with
autism. He passed me a list of exams and said “This exam here, I need it, but I know
that in the SUS (public health system) there is a long waiting list,” I asked how long
and he replied “currently two to three years, you have to get in the queue and when
the exams are ready you bring them too me,” “All that time doctor,” “Yes all that time.”
I thought I had better see if there is another way and went to the rehabilitation center
and the neurologist wrote out the list of exams (they are the same) and fortunately my
husband had got a new job with a health plan included and we could do the exams that
way with the new prescription; otherwise we couldn't afford them.

These excerpts show how citizens feel themselves disconnected form agencies and, there-
fore, from policies. They do not recognize the state as a reliable source of services and as a result
they do not trust street-level workers and have no confidence in their ability to solve problems.

4.3 | Prevalence of moral and social judgments in street-level
workers' interactions with citizens

Trust is key to social life but as mentioned earlier it can easily fall apart, especially in circum-
stances where nothing is very stable and moral choices place street-level workers way beyond
the limits of normal discretion. The first excerpt is from an interview with a social worker
where she emphasizes the widely used “unstructured family.”

What will you do when a teenager threatens you? There is nothing to do but try,
change the strategies. We tried to do home visits, that didn't work; tried to talk to him
get him to see sense, that also didn't work; let's try the social services center technical
staff; and nothing worked. Unfortunately, afterwards, we heard that he had passed
away. It was very sad because we tried so many alternatives. (…) [He] died at the age of
16. Like him as with other adolescents and children, it's a situation that the social ser-
vices cannot handle… Because the family, his family wasn't structured, so he already
had a family problem. Why was the family not structured? I think this has several ele-
ments. Health, education, if it had been possible for them to work together? I don't
know. There are many hypotheses. (Social worker)
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In this first situation the street-level worker was judging the family. In the second one, also
from the East Zone, a community health worker was being judged by the citizens:

There are many people who use drugs in the area I cover or who go there to buy drugs.
But they know we don't get involved and don't talk about it, so they trust us. Once
there was a rumor that I (yes me!) had taken a baby from a woman and thrown it in
the bin. That part is really a shanty town (favela). So, the people were angry. I was
doing my job that morning and didn't even know what was going on. When I got there,
they showed me the photo on Facebook—“Look, see the photo of the baby.” I replied
that I didn't want to see that, that was not the right thing to do. Then the area drug
dealer wanted to talk to me; he looked right at my face and said: “In this place people
can talk a lot of bullshit, and you have to be careful. Did you do anything that made
anyone think that you hurt that baby?” I said, “No, I vaccinate the dogs in the area and
usually I have a syringe with me and a cooler for the vaccines. So, someone may have
mistaken that. I would never do that.” The drug dealer then said: “I can see it in
your eyes that you did not do this.” You see, they have a way of identifying what
is right and what is wrong. (Community Health Worker)

These examples show how, in settings like these, official categories and formal procedures are
not enough to categorize citizens and their needs. Street-level workers use their own moral judg-
ments which are highly influenced by the views they have about citizens; both positive and
negative.

4.4 | Complexity and policy overload in work requirements

Entry-level posts in many service agencies are also gatekeeper positions (Brodkin, 2012). As a
result, those most in contact with the more complicated issues of service delivery are not the
highly skilled back up teams in health, education and social work but those often at the begin-
ning of their professional lives. In a setting where there are only a few complex cases, adequate
supervision and time to discuss approaches, this can provide a positive learning curve. But in
settings where every case is complex the reverse can be the case.

I think that the idea of school is beginning to lose its meaning as an institution;
schools became the panacea for all the social problems. We are being put in the
position of having to solve all the problems that society has; people will say—it's a
problem of education. We have problems of violence, of early pregnancy but it's
not just the school, we can talk about violence and about sexuality, but the family
is unstructured, falling apart. The schools will have to learn how to deal with this.
Poverty is growing again, unemployment is increasing, and all the schools will have
to change. (School teacher in the east zone)

I have rights and duties, I have to do my part as an employee to help the popula-
tion. But the population also has to do their part as a patient. And many do not,
many like to fight, many like to curse, many speak ill of the health system and do
not do their part. They just say “I want, I want, I want” but they don't want to
know what they need to do right. (Nurse, in the south zone)
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While the first interview illustrates well the complexity of the challenges being faced, the
second brings in a different aspect of street-level worker community/citizen relationships; the
expectation of what Weller (1999) described as coproduction. In contexts of overload in work
requirement and lack of support, street-level workers make decisions based on what Jilke and
Tummers (2018) call earned deservingness: they expect citizens to be committed and responsi-
ble for policy delivering and may even impose additional obligations when they do not trust the
citizens.

5 | DISCUSSION

Quite a large number of service agencies and their frontline staff still manage to carry out
their work, often under a lot of difficulty. Their agencies and services can be discon-
nected, creating an environment of multiple and overlapping policies whose delivery sol-
ves only part of the demands they face. Citizens, too, have to go to multiple services and
comply with different rules in order to solve different part of their problems. Both can
quickly become overloaded.

While some of the agencies are more visible to the population in the day to day, others more
visible to specific groups. Collectively, the services and their street-level workers do not seem to
make up a “state” from the point of view of citizens who are trying to solve their problems in
precarious and vulnerable settings and often with a lack of key resources. The qualitative data
in this sense reflects the survey data in the third part of this article. This suggests that, in these
settings, street-level workers neither represent nor legitimize the state.

Relating back to the literature we see how street-level workers themselves feel power-
less (Thomann et al., 2018), they do not trust the state and they do not feel themselves able
to solve citizen's problems. They feel overloaded due to the size and complexity of the
demand and find themselves introducing non official procedures and requirements and
making moral judgments to justify decisions (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). Impos-
ing additional obligations is also a reaction to settings in which they distrust both agencies
and citizens yet seek to do their work as well as possible. In contexts like this, the use of
moral judgments, rather than a mistake, is a constitutive part of policy delivery
(Harrits, 2019; Rothstein & Teorell, 2008).

The findings are in line with the four hypotheses outlined in part two: first, the disconnec-
tion between policies, agencies and street-level workers who, in turn, second, are not seen by
citizens as representatives of the state, which in turn, third, can lead to a lack of the mutual
trust between citizens and street-level workers which is necessary for solving problems and
effectively translating policy into action. Together this seems to create a vicious circle that
maintains and justifies lack of trust.

If this shows something of the challenge to raise agency performance, the findings on the
fourth hypothesis suggest that, at least in precarious settings characterized by high levels of social
and material vulnerability, raising individual agency performance is not enough. Urban vulnera-
bility is a product of multi-faceted circumstances that combine and conflict in different and at
times highly complex ways for different households and families. Effective responses require not
only inter-agency coordination, but the openness and skills for front-line staff to construct ade-
quate forms of inter-service and street-level action and intervention. The lack of an effective inter-
institutional framework to resolve difficult issues raises a very different form of institutional vul-
nerability from that normally associated with weak institutions. Here the institutions are not
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weak, but they have great difficulty in working with each other both within the same jurisdiction
and between the different tiers of federal arrangements; what have become known as questions of
multi-level governance (Hooghe & Marks, 2003).

6 | CONCLUSION

This article set out to contribute to the general debate on the dynamics of trust in street level
public service with a specific emphasis on lower-trust settings. Our focus were contexts in
which reciprocal trust between public agencies and sectors of the population are in doubt and,
more specifically, how this is present in everyday encounters of citizens and direct service pro-
viders or street-level workers.

Results show that taking the methodological perspective of street-level encounters is helpful
in opening up many questions in the arena of trust and, by implication of governance. They also
show how it is necessary to think beyond policy implementation and discretion and understand
how frontline workers deal with moral judgments, as suggested by Harrits (2019), Dubois (1999)
and Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003).

However, our findings also suggest that, at least in settings such as the one studied,
the normally assumed central role of single agency performance as a lever for democratic
change or as guarantor of everyday trust needs serious rethinking. Results point to the
need to distinguish between the view, present in much of the literature, of the specific
agency and its frontline agent as representative of the state and the view of the state as
derived from the capacity of different agencies to work together in resolving the very
specific problems present in the day to day of those facing social and material
vulnerability.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We would like to thank: the State of S~ao Paulo Research Foundation (Fapesp) for funding parts
of the research through projects 2017/24750-0 and 2019/13439-7 (CEPID CEM); the Getulio
Vargas Foundation (FGV) Applied Research and Knowledge Network for the grant to M'Boi
Urban Research Station from 2016 to 2019; our research colleagues from the NEB and CEAPG
for contributing in different stages of the research and three anonymous reviewers for taking
the time to provide careful and insightful recommendations during the Covid-19 pandemic.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The authors declare no potential conflict of interest.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
All qualitative data are available in Portuguese under request for the authors.

ORCID
Fernando Burgos https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0910-4127

REFERENCES
Auyero, J. (2012). Patients of the state: The politics of waiting in Argentina. Duke University Press.
Baéz, J., Fuchs, A., & Rodríguez-Castelán, C. (2017). Shaking up economic progress: Aggregate shocks in Latin

America and the Caribbean (No. 121664, pp. 1–96). The World Bank.

1070 SPINK ET AL.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0910-4127
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0910-4127


Brodkin, E. (2012). Reflections on street-level bureaucracy: Past, present, and future. Public Administration
Review, 72(6), 940–949.

Castro, C. (2019). Parceria e construç~ao do “perfil de cliente da reforma agrária” como estratégias para a
implementaç~ao de políticas públicas pelo INCRA. In Pires, R. (Org.), Implementando desigualdades:
reproduç~ao de desigualdades na implementaç~ao de políticas públicas. IPEA.

Cohen, N. (2018). How culture affects street-level bureaucrats' bending the rules in the context of informal pay-
ments for health care: The Israeli case. The American Review of Public Administration, 48(2), 175–187.

Colebatch, H., Hoppe, R., & Noordegraaf, M. (Eds.). (2010). Working for policy. Amsterdam University Press.
Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing grounded

theory. Sage publications.
Davidovitz, M., & Cohen, N. (2020). Playing defence: The impact of trust on the coping mechanisms of street-

level bureaucrats. Public Management Review, 7(2), 1–22.
Dörrenbächer, N. (2017). Europe at the frontline: Analysing street-level motivations for the use of European

Union migration law. Journal of European Public Policy, 24(9), 1328–1347.
Dubois, V. (1999). La Vie au Guichet. Economica.
Eiró, F. (2019). The vicious cycle in the Bolsa Família Program's implementation: Discretionality and the chal-

lenge of social rights consolidation in Brazil. Qualitative Sociology, 42(3), 385–409.
Enderlein, H., Wälti, S., & Zürn, M. (2010). Handbook on multi-level governance. Edward Elgar Publishing.
Evans, T., & Harris, J. (2004). Citizenship, social inclusion and confidentiality. British Journal of Social Work, 34

(1), 69–91.
Fukuyama, F. (1995). Trust: The social virtues and the creation of prosperity (Vol. 99). Free press.
Gofen, A. (2014). Mind the gap: Dimensions and influence of street-level divergence. Journal of Public Adminis-

tration Research and Theory, 24(2), 473–493.
Grin, E. (2015). Construç~ao e desconstruç~ao das Subprefeituras na cidade de S~ao Paulo no governo Marta

Suplicy. Revista de Sociologia e Política, 23(55), 119–145.
Harrits, G. (2019). Stereotypes in context: How and when do street-level bureaucrats use class stereotypes? Public

Administration Review, 79(1), 93–103.
Harrits, G., & Møller, M. (2014). Prevention at the front line: How home nurses, pedagogues, and teachers trans-

form public worry into decisions on special efforts. Public Management Review, 16(4), 447–480.
Hill, M., & Hupe, P. (2002). Implementing public policy: Governance in theory and in practice. Sage.
Hill, M., & Møller, M. Ø. (2019). An approach to the development of comparative cross-national studies of street-

level bureaucracy. Journal of International and Comparative Social Policy, 35(2), 177–193.
Hooghe, L., & Marks, G. (2003). Unraveling the central state, but how? Types of multi-level governance. Ameri-

can Political Science Review, 97(2), 233–243.
Hupe, P., & Hill, M. (2007). Street-level bureaucracy and public accountability. Public Administration, 85(2),

279–299.
Hupe, P., & Hill, M. (2015). Understanding street-level bureaucracy. Policy Press.
Jilke, S., & Tummers, L. (2018). Which clients are deserving of help? A theoretical model and experimental test.

Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 28(2), 226–238.
Lipsky, M. (1969). Toward a theory of street-level bureaucracy. Institute for Research on Poverty, University of

Wisconsin.
Lipsky, M. (1980). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public service. Russell Sage Foundation.
Lipsky, M. (2010). Street-level bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the individual in public service. Russell Sage Foundation.
Lotta, G. S., & Marques, E. C. (2020). How social networks affect policy implementation: An analysis of street-

level bureaucrats' performance regarding a health policy. Social Policy & Administration, 54(3), 345–360.
Lotta, G., & Pires, R. (2019). Street-level bureaucracy research and social inequality. In P. Hupe (Ed.), Research

handbook on street-level bureaucracy. Edward Elgar Publishing.
Matland, R. (1995). Synthesizing the implementation literature: The ambiguity-conflict model of policy imple-

mentation. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 5(2), 145–174.
Maynard-Moody, S., & Portillo, S. (2010). Street-level bureaucracy theory. In The Oxford handbook of American

bureaucracy.
Maynard-Moody, S., & Musheno, M. (2003). Cops, teachers, counselors: Stories from the front lines of public service.

University of Michigan Press.

SPINK ET AL. 1071



Maynard-Moody, S., & Musheno, M. (2012). Social equities and inequities in practice: Street-level workers as
agents and pragmatists. Public Administration Review, 72(1), 16–S23.

Merkel, W. (2004). Embedded and defective democracies. Democratization, 11(5), 33–58.
Midgley, J. (2009). The definition of social policy. In J. Midgley & M. Livermore (Eds.), The handbook of social

policy. Sage.
Møller, M., & Stensöta, H. (2019). Welfare state regimes and caseworkers' problem explanation. Administration &

Society, 51(9), 1425–1454.
Møller, M., & Harrits, G. (2013). Constructing at-risk target groups. Critical Policy Studies, 7(2), 155–176.
Oliveira, M., & Carvalho, C. (2019). Enfrentando o fracasso escolar no nível local: a atuaç~ao discricionária de

professores e diretores escolares na implementaç~ao de uma política educacional. In Pires, R. (Org.),
Implementando Desigualdades: reproduç~ao de desigualdades na implementaç~ao de políticas públicas. IPEA.

Oorschot, W. (2006). Making the difference in social Europe: Deservingness perceptions among citizens of
European welfare states. Journal of European Social Policy, 16(1), 23–42.

Perelmiter, L. (2016). Burocracia plebeya: la trastienda de la asistencia social en el Estado argentino. Universidad
Nacional de San Martín.

Persson, A., Rothstein, B., & Teorell, J. (2013). Why anticorruption reforms fail—Systemic corruption as a collec-
tive action problem. Governance, 26(3), 449–471.

Pires, R. (Org.) (2019). Implementando desigualdades: reproduç~ao de desigualdades na implementaç~ao de políticas
públicas. IPEA.

Pollitt, C. (2012). New perspectives on public services: Place and technology. Oxford University Press.
Pressman, J., & Wildavsky, A. (1984). Implementation: How great expectations in Washington are dashed in Oakland;

or, why it's amazing that federal programs work at all, this being a saga of the economic development administration
as told by two sympathetic observers who seek to build morals on a foundation. University of California Press.

Raaphorst, N., & Loyens, K. (2020). From poker games to kitchen tables: How social dynamics affect frontline
decision making. Administration & Society, 52(1), 31–56.

Rothstein, B. (2013). Corruption and social trust: Why the fish rots from the head down. Social Research, 80(4),
1009–1032.

Rothstein, B., & Teorell, J. (2008). What is quality of government? A theory of impartial government institutions.
Governance, 21(2), 165–190.

Sager, F., Thomann, E., & Hupe, P. (2020). Accountability of public servants at the street level. The Palgrave
Handbook of the Public Servant, 1, 1–17.

Siblot, Y. (2002). Stigmatisation et integration sociale au guichet d'une institution familiere le bureau de poste
d'un quartier populaire. Sociétés Contemporaines, 3, 79–99.

Siciliano, M. (2015). Advice networks in public organizations: The role of structure, internal competition, and
individual attributes. Public Administration Review, 75(4), 548–559.

Silveira, M. C. (2018). Mobilizando redes e construindo arenas participativas: o trabalho social nas políticas de
urbanizaç~ao de favelas da CDHU. Dissertaç~ao de Mestrado, S~ao Paulo: FFLCH, USP. https://doi.org/10.
11606/D.8.2019.tde-25032019-123843.

Spink, P. K. (2019). Beyond Public Policy: A public action languages approach. Edward Elgar Publishing.
Spink, P. K., & Burgos, F. (2019). Os limites da abordagem da implementaç~ao: vulnerabilidade urbana a partir

do outro lado da rua. In G. Lotta (Ed.), Teorias e Análises sobre Implementaç~ao de Políticas Públicas no Brasil.
ENAP—Escola Nacional de Administraç~ao Pública.

Tatagiba, L. (2008). Participaç~ao e reforma do Estado: sobre a arquitetura da participaç~ao em S~ao Paulo, Brasil.
In G. O'Donnel (Ed.), New voices in the study of democracy in Latin America. Woodrow Wilson Center Press.

Thomann, E., Lieberherr, E., & Ingold, K. (2016). Torn between state and market: Private policy implementation
and conflicting institutional logics. Policy and Society, 35(1), 57–69.

Thomann, E., van Engen, N., & Tummers, L. (2018). The necessity of discretion: A behavioral evaluation of
bottom-up implementation theory. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 28(4), 583–601.

Tummers, L., & Bekkers, V. (2014). Policy implementation, street-level bureaucracy, and the importance of dis-
cretion. Public Management Review, 16(4), 527–547.

Tummers, L. L., Bekkers, V., Vink, E., & Musheno, M. (2015). Coping during public service delivery: A conceptu-
alization and systematic review of the literature. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 25
(4), 1099–1126.

1072 SPINK ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.11606/D.8.2019.tde-25032019-123843
https://doi.org/10.11606/D.8.2019.tde-25032019-123843


Uslaner, E. M. (2002). The moral foundations of trust. Cambridge University Press.
Uslaner, E. M. (2012). Segregation and mistrust: Diversity, isolation, and social cohesion. Cambridge University Press.
Weller, J. M. (1999). L'état au guichet: sociologie cognitive du travail et modernisation administrative des services

publics. Desclée de Brouwer.
Wilson, R. H., Ward, P. M., Spink, P. K., & Rodríguez, V. E. (2008). Governance in the Americas: Decentralization,

democracy and subnational government in Brazil, Mexico and the USA. University of Notre Dame Press.
Zacka, B. (2017). When the state meets the street: Public service and moral agency. Harvard University Press.
Zang, X., & Musheno, M. (2017). Exploring frontline work in China. Public Administration, 95(3), 842–855.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION
Additional supporting information may be found online in the Supporting Information section
at the end of this article.

How to cite this article: Spink P, Lotta G, Burgos F. Institutional vulnerability and
trust in public agencies: Views from both sides of the street. Governance. 2021;34:
1057–1073. https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12574

SPINK ET AL. 1073

https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12574

	Institutional vulnerability and trust in public agencies: Views from both sides of the street
	1  INTRODUCTION
	2  STREET-LEVEL WORKERS AND TRUST IN GOVERNMENT
	3  SETTING AND METHODS
	4  FINDINGS: UNPACKING TRUST-NARRATIVES FROM EVERYDAY LIFE
	4.1  Fragile connections between street-level workers and agencies
	4.2  Fragile connections between citizens and agencies
	4.3  Prevalence of moral and social judgments in street-level workers' interactions with citizens
	4.4  Complexity and policy overload in work requirements

	5  DISCUSSION
	6  CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	  CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	  DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	REFERENCES


